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Excerpts from the 

History of Control Units 

PRESENTATION GIVEN BY 

Ms. Bonnie Kerness at the Northeast 
hearings on control units 
April 27, 1996 



A Control Unit is a prison within a prison. It is a place where people are 
placed not for what they have done, but ralher for who they are and what 
they believe. While specific conditions in control units may vary, the goal of the 
units is to disable prisoners through spiritual, psychological and/or physical break- 
down... Along with arbitrary placement, a control unit is marked by years of iso- 
lation from both the prison and outside communities while being housed in soli- 
tary or small group isolation. People in those units often spend 23 to 24 hours a 
day in complete sensory deprivation... 

The use of solitary confinement in U.S. prisons began in 1829 and it soon 
became evident that people in isolation often suffered mental breakdown. 
Thus, the general practice of isolation in U.S. prisons was abandoned soon after... 
The Federal government has justified its building of the new isolation peniten- 
tiary in Florence, CO by stating that is houses the "most predatory" of U.S. pris- 
oners... this is a he... 

The development of control units can be traced to the tumultuous years of the 
civil rights movement. The Viet Nam was and the prisoners' rights move- 
ment. By 1974, both the Federal prison in Marion, IL and the CA department of 
Corrections had isolation sections called control units... As of 1996, more than 40 
control units or control unit prisons have opened across the country to the point 
where Human Rights Watch concluded in its 1991 report on "Prison Conditions 
in the United States" that; "Perhaps the most troubling aspect of the human rights 
situation in US prisons is a trend we observe that could be labeled 'Marionization'... 
the confinement... is administered by prison officials without independent super- 
vision and leads to a situation in which inmates may in fact be sentenced twice; 
once by the court to a certain period of imprisonment; and the second time, by the 
prison administration, to particularly harsh conditions. This second sentencing is 
open ended - limited only by the overall length of an inmates sentence - and is 
imposed without the benefit of counsel..." 

When we speak about the history of control units, we also have to reflect on 
people such as Ojore Lutalo... who is entering his eleventh year in a con- 
trol unit. Ojore represents the thousands of people who have been placed in these 
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sensory deprivation cells based on who they are and what they believe. Through- 
out the country, we see in these units former members of the Black Panthers, 
former members of Black liberation Army formations, Islamic militants, Puerto 
Ricans fighting on behalf of independence, members of the American Indian 
Movement, jail house lawyers and prison activists. Hardly the "most predatory" 
prisoners, as the government would have us believe. Hie history of control units 
is unalterably entwined in the history of those who have opposed the social prob- 
lems of this government. In 1978, Andrew Young stated^atUS prisons held 
"hundreds, maybe thousands of people I would categorize as political prisoners". 
The outcry from the government was deafening and Mr Young was forced to 
retract his statement. 'Ihe government, however, has acknowledged developing 
an intelligence program called COINTELPRO which had as its objective the crip- 
pling of the Black Panther Party and other radical forces in the sixties and seven- 
ties, and it is no accident that the advent of the control units parallels the use of 
COINTELPRO by government forces... 

Control units are clearly punishment and arguably torture. They embody the 
central threat to human rights that the constitution was intended to check - 
arbitrary state power, and it is the growing use of that arbitrary slate power which 
is so frightening to me. The treatment and surveillance that control unit prisoners 
endure is worse than inhumane. It is physical and psychological torture. If we dig 
deeper into the existence of such practices, the political function they serve is 
inescapable. Police, the courts and the prison system all serve as social control 
mechanisms. 

Prisons reflect both the structure of a society and the nature of the struggle 
against that structure. Many of the men and women living in control units are 
visionaries for a more just, humane and non-racist society. For the most part, they 
are political dissidents, prison activists and jailhouse lawyers. I believe that the 
government has attempted to build a wall of silence around them. Not surpris- 
ingly, those of us that speak out on their behalf often find ourselves under some 
form of government surveillance. The overall situation in the country in terms of 
growth of control units, the conditions in them and the number of people being 
caged in isolation/sensory deprivation is worsening... 

I have come to believe that the politics of the police, the courts, the politics of 
the prison system and the politics of the control unit, is the politics of social 
control - and it effects every one of us in ways that are a call to action The 
criminal justice system that operate these places need to examine their ability to 
continue to function as they have been functioning. Congress needs to exercise its 
oversight authority over the Bureau of Prisons. Above all, though, the public it- 
self needs to recognize that we are all "wardens" in some sense and we all have a 
responsibility to gain the facts and act on the knowledge that we gain... 

Thank you. 
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For more information on Control Units or Political Prison- 
ers and Prisoners of War write to: 

Sundiata Acoli (Squire) 
39794-066 / Box 3000 
White Deer, PA 
19887 



Jalil Muntaqim (Bottom) 

77A4283 / Box 338 

Napanoch, NY 

12458 



Bonnie Kerness 

972 Broad Street 

Newark, NJ 07012 

201-643-3192 



Prisoners addresses may change 
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The following interview was 
conducted by Bonnie 
Kerness with Sundiata 
Acoli from Allenwood's federal 
prison for the hearings on Control 
Units held on April 27, 1996 in 
Philadelphia. 



Bonnie Kerness: Sundiata how are you? 

Sundiata Acoli: I'm doing fine Bonnie. How are you? 

B: Good. Sundiata you were one of the earliest people in a 
control unit in the United States in Trenton State prison and 
then again at Marion. Can you tell us about your experiences, 
both the impact of the experiences on you, and your assess- 
ment of how control units arc used in this country. 

S: Yes. At Trenton State Prison they created a control unit 
over night by rounding up two hundred- fifty prisoners. They 
cleared out an entire unit and began to pile us up in this unit. 
We had to leave all our property in the old cell and we were 
put in a new cell. Trenton was built before the civil war, I 
think 1835, so the cells were very small. You could outstretch 
your arms and touch both walls, you could reach over your 
head and touch the celling and they had fold up bunk beds 
and in order to walk around in the cell you had to fold the 
bunk bed back into the wall. The space was actually smaller 
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than ihe space requirement for a ninety pound German 
Shepard dog. 

Anyway they rounded two-hundred-fifty of us up and it 
was really a smoke screen to round up about fifty or sixty 
either Political Prisoners or prisoners that were involved in 
African study classes, because within a month of rounding 
all of us up they had let everyone else out except for about 
fifty or sixty of us who were more politically inclined. 

We had no contact visits. They immediately took our con- 
tact visits. We had no access to the law libraries or any pro- 
grams, and recreation was cut to two hours twice a week in 
an alleyway between two buildings. The only equipment there 
was one parallel bar, one basketball and one basketball hoop. 
And there was a tremendous amount of uproar. The main 
question the prisoners were asking was "why were we rounded 
up," and they never sufficiently answered that. And that's the 
nature of control units, that they never do answer that, be- 
cause it's built to be able to select which prisoners they want 
to round up you know, which prisoners they want to put in 
there and hold them in there for an indeterminate amount of 
lime. 

B. Did anyone have any charges? 



S: No. None of us had charges. 

B: I know now in Trenton State Prison the control unit is 
pretty much a brand new state of the art sensory deprivation 
unit. Was the control unit at that time, and I think your talk- 
ing about the early 7()'s? 



S:Yeah, 1975. 
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B: Jalil, thank you very much, it was good to talk to you. 



J: Your welcome. 
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J: Tampering as well as censorship, you know, so you don't 
have the type of information that one would say supports your 
ideas or your politics. 

B: People will be listening to this tape who don't know 
very much about control units, about control unit conditions, 
about the purposes for control units. Ss there anything that 
we haven't talked about? 

J: I think another thing that is important to understand as 
far as control units is the experiences of additional constraints 
or restraints. For instance going to and from the shower, go- 
ing to and from the one hour recreation period. Often times 
they would handcuff a person and essentially make them de- 
fenseless against any provocations by the administrators. And 
that's a concern. In CA, naturally, because of the gangs, they 
can restrain a person and essentially set him up to be injured 
when they would let out a rival gang member while the other 
person is restrained in hand cuffs or some other type of re- 
straints. So those are concerns that people should really con- 
sider in their deliberations on the issues of control units. 

B: Yeah, in Jersey they shackle them and in Florence (CO) 

they submit them to anal probes coming and going. Which is 
pure humiliation, it has nothing to do with security. 

J: It's degrading. And those are ways in which they try to 
break a person down psychologically. 

B: Which is the ultimate aim. 



J: Sure 
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B; Was it also a sensory deprivation unit? 

S: Definitely sensory deprivation. Because we had to spend 
23 1/2 hours a day, really 23 hours and 50 minutes in these 
cells all day, 10 minutes out to shower. And to be cramped in 
as cell that small is definitely sensory deprivation. But also 
there is a tremendous amount of noise in the cells because 
prisoners are hollering up and down the range. You have to 
holler up to one range to the other and there is concern about 
why they're locked up, you know uproars. And in the mean- 
time the guards are harassing and instituting provocations on 
prisoners. So it's a continuous uproar and confusion going 
on. 

B: Which is very much the opposite of what it is today. The 
folks say the silence there is eerie. 

S: Yeah, it's deafening, right. 

B: Can you talk a little about the time you spent in the 
Marion (IL) Control Unit? 



S: Marion was basically the same way. When I first went 
to Marion, it was a general population prison, you had the 
control unit but the prisoners in the Marion facility itself was 
a general population. The same thing happened while I was 
at Marion that happened at Trenton State Prison. In 1983 they 
locked Marion down completely and turned the entire prison 
into a controlled prison and instituted the same basic mea- 
sures. Recreation twice a week, no programs and provoca- 
tions and harassment and beatings. The same thing happened 
at MCU (Trenton). They begin to arbitrarily implement rules 
that were geared to put you in a position where they could 
brutalize you. At Marion- the same thing. They locked down 
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